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Madison Station 
Historic District 

DESIGN REVIEW GUIDELINES 

The Design  Review  Process 

Madisonôs historic resources make an important contribution to the cityôs character, 

economy and quality of life. In recognition of this, the City of Madison officially designated 

the Madison Station Historic District in 1989. The city also created the Madison Station 

Historic Preservation Commission to help insure that the districtôs buildings were maintained 

in a manner that is consistent with their history and character. Within the district, all projects 

that result in exterior changes to buildings or their settings are required to obtain a 

ñcertificate of appropriatenessò from the Historic Preservation Commission before a building 

permit may be issued. As property owners and members of the community themselves, the 

seven volunteer commission members recognize their responsibility to promote the 

commissionôs purposes through a cooperative and reasonable approach to working with 

applicants and the owners of the cityôs historic resources. 

 
The City of Madison adopted Ordinance No. 2008-269 in 2008 that established the Madison 

Station Historic Preservation Commission and repealed a 1989 ordinance and its 

Architectural Review Board. The purpose of the commission is to promote the education, 

cultural, economic and general welfare of the residents of the City of Madison through the 

preservation and protection of buildings, sites, structures, areas and districts of significance 

and interest; through the preservation and enhancement of the national, state and local 

historic, architectural, archaeological and aesthetic heritage found in the City of Madison; 

and through the promotion and enhancement of Madison's history and aesthetic attractions 

to tourists and visitors. 

 
Every historic building has its own character and relates to its surrounding neighborhood in 

a different way. Because of this, historic district commissions typically use a set of ñdesign 

review guidelinesò to guide them in making reasonable and consistent decisions regarding 
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Note how changes i n material s  and architectura l  element s can alte r  th e architectura l  integrit y  of  a historic  
building .  Integrit y  affect s  th e architectura l  characte r  of  thes e buildings  

 

 

how proposed changes will affect the overall historic character of a building and its 

neighborhood. These Guidelines describe the City of Madisonôs design review process and 

guidelines relating to the Madison Station Historic District. These guidelines are based upon 

the Secretary of the Interiorôs Standards for Historic Rehabilitation, widely  accepted 

standards developed by the National Park Service, as well as preservation principles and 

practices developed over more than seventy years of historic district designation in the 

United States. In addition, the guidelines are intended to help property owners in historic 

district apply the guidelines in a manner that provides ample flexibility to meet most 

economic circumstances and personal preferences while still insuring the preservation of 

the historic character of the district. 

 

Why  Review  Design? 

Real estate is often the most important investment people make. In addition to economic 

value, the properties that we choose for our residences or for our businesses have value as 

expressions of our individuality and the role we play in our community. Additional layers of 

intrinsic value are added to historic properties such as their ability to tell something about 

the history of the community and its people, their patriotic value, the value of their design 

and materials, and their relative rarity. 

 
The protection afforded by local historic designation maintains the essential historic 

character of our neighborhoods. By establishing a reasonable set of design guidelines 

based upon national historic preservation standards, historic district designation protects the 

character of historic neighborhoods by helping to insure that work completed on the 

exteriors of individual buildings is consistent with the historic character of the building and its 

surrounding neighborhood. 

 
Property values in local historic districts with design review commissions tend to rise 

significantly faster than their surrounding general real estate markets. A study that 

compared properties in Montgomery, Decatur, Birmingham, Hunstville, Mobile, Talladega, 

and Selma found that ñhistoric designation has a positive and substantial impact on the 

value of properties located in a historic neighborhood.ò1 

 
While the maintenance of any piece of real estate carries with it a financial obligation for its 

owner,  historic  properties  have  their  own  characteristics  that  require  a  specialized 
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understanding of the technology and materials utilized in their construction. With this 

understanding, the cost of maintaining a historic building is often comparable to that of a 

non-historic building. Historic buildings were typically well built by skilled craftsmen using 

excellent and durable materials. For this reason, the cost of maintaining historic buildings is 

often quite reasonable when care is take to retain existing materials and features. 

 
The Madison Station Historic Districtôs character, identity and sense of place are largely 

defined by its rich historic architectural legacy. Investment in the preservation of the 

neighborhoodôs architecture and layout will insure that this legacy is passed on to future 

generations. 

 

Planning  A Project 

Since the overall intent of these guidelines is to maintain the character of the historic district, 

it is essential that planning for all rehabilitation and maintenance work consider the impact of 

the work on the character of the building and its surrounding neighborhood. 

 
Understanding Architectural Character 

 
Each historic building has its own individual character and contributes to its historic district in 

a unique way. Understanding what defines a particular buildingôs character is therefore a 

critical step in the design review process. Historic character is defined by a mix of factors, 

typically including architectural period and style, architectural integrity, how the building has 

changed over time, use of materials, condition of the materials, how the building is sited, 

and its overall setting. The Madison Station Historic District has a unique architectural 

identity that is largely defined by the similar architectural style and details common to its 

buildings. 

 
Architectural Period and Style.  The  buildings  in  the  Madison  Station  Historic  District 

represent an eclectic mix of architectural styles that were popular in the United States in the 
 
 

 
The Victorian houses in the district are typically folk 

interpretations that exhibit only some of the 

characteristics typical of their styles. Some are 
grander in scale and architectural detail than others. 
Notable features of this house include its rounded 

2-story porch, its elaborate entrances, its hipped roof 
with cross gables, and the patterned windows at its 
gable ends. Note also its patterned shingle roof. 

This more modest 1-story Victorian house has many 

of the same elements found on its larger neighbor. 

Note the shaped attic vent and the decorative wood 
shingles in the gable ends. 
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The Craftsman style was popular in American in the 

early 20th century and is typified by low-pitched roof, 
open porches with supports on pedestals, and 
geometric window sash. 

By the mid-20th century, many houses were 

becoming relatively plain architecturally in a style 
that is often referred to as Minimal Traditional. 

 

19th and early 20th centuries. The most common residential styles include Queen Anne, 

Folk Victorian, Colonial Revival, Bungalow/Craftsman, and Minimal Traditional. Many of 

these houses are simple in character with minimal architectural embellishment. The district 

also includes a number of late 19th and early 20th century commercial buildings, a cotton 

gin, and several cotton warehouses. For more information about the architectural styles 

found throughout the district, please refer to A Field Guide to American Houses by Virginia 

and Lee McAlester. 

 
Architectural Integrity. Architectural integrity refers to the degree to which a particular 

building reflects its historic character and retains its materials. Integrity is lost through 

alterations and the replacement of materials. 

 
Architectural History. Buildings tend to change over time and some these changes can 

become significant to an understanding of the history of the building and the district. Being 

familiar with the history of a building can help answer questions about appropriate 

rehabilitation and maintenance strategies. It is also important to respect and maintain 

historic alterations. 

 
Materials. Materials help to define the visual character of a building through the types of 

materials used, their placement on the building, and the craftsmanship that went into the 

construction. Materials provide the fabric and texture of a building and often help to relate 

the building to surrounding buildings. The condition of a buildingôs materials can also help to 

define its character through the rich patina of age that historic materials often acquire. Much 

like an antique piece of furniture, historic buildings gain value through the retention of their 

authentic historic materials and architectural details. 

 
Site and Setting. The relationship of a building to its site and its surrounding neighborhood 

is a significant dimension of its character. The setback of the building from its front and side 

property lines, the topography of the property and how the placement of the building 

responds to that topography, the surrounding landscaping, and how these features are 

similar or different from neighboring properties play a substantial role in defining the 

character of the property and the district. 
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Like the districtôs residential architecture, 
commercial buildings are typically relatively 

restrained in terms of architectural 
embellishment and are reflective of of their 
late 19th to mid 20th century periods. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

For additional information about identifying what defines the historic character of a building 

in the Madison Station Historic District, please refer to Preservation Brief #17: Architectural 

Character: Identifying the Visual Aspects of Historic Buildings as an Aid to Preserving Their 

Character. 
 

Understanding the character of a particular building, what defines that character, and how 

that character relates to the surrounding district is critical not only to the preservation of the 

individual historic resource, but also the preservation of the overall historic district. 

Alterations that destroy or alter the character of the building or its relationship to the district 

often have a serious impact on the overall integrity of the district, and hence its overall 

intrinsic value. 

 
Contributing And Noncontributing. Within the district, buildings can be classified as 

follows: 

 
Contributing - Contributing buildings are those which contribute to the 

districtôs overall historic character and that were constructed during the 

districtôs period of significance. Contributing buildings also retain integrity. A 

building has integrity if it retains sufficient historic fabric and features that 

continue to reflect the overall character it had during its period of significance. 

 
Noncontributing - Noncontributing  buildings  are buildings  that  do  not 

contribute to the districtôs overall historic character. Typically, these buildings 

were either constructed after the end of the districtôs period of significance or 

are earlier buildings that have lost integrity through alterations. 

Noncontributing properties can be either compatible with or intrusive to the 

character of the district in terms of scale, massing, materials and other 

architectural characteristics. 

 
The goal of projects involving contributing buildings should be to maintain the primary 

character-defining elements of the building by retaining and repairing distinctive features 

and respecting historic alterations. The goal for a project involving noncontributing buildings 

should be to retain those features that are consistent with the historic character of the 

neighborhood and/or to replace incompatible features with compatible ones to the greatest 

practical degree. 
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Additional  Information  

These guidelines reference other publications that may be useful in providing additional 

background information (please see Appendix B). The City of Madison Design Review 

Commission maintains a library of these publications at the offices of the Planning and 

Building Department, Madison Municipal Building. The Secretary of the Interiorôs Standards 

for Rehabilitation and Illustrated Guidelines for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings and the 

National Park Serviceôs Preservation Briefs series are also available for review on the 

National Park Serviceôs internet website and for purchase from the National Park Service. 

 

Secretary of  the Interiorõs Standards 
The Secretary of the Interior's Standards form the basis for Madisonôs Design Guidelines. 

The Standards were developed by the National Park Service and are generally accepted 

nationwide as standards for the rehabilitation of historic buildings. 

Standard #1: A property shall be used for its historic purpose or be placed in a new use that requires 

minimal change to the defining characteristics of the building and its site and environment. 

Standard #2:  The historic character of a property shall be retained and preserved.  The removal of 

historic materials or alteration of features and spaces that characterize a property shall be 
avoided. 

Standard #3: Each property shall be  recognized  as  a  physical  record  of  its  time,  place,  and  use. 
Changes that create a false sense of historical development, such as adding conjectural 

features or architectural elements from other buildings, shall not be undertaken. 

Standard #4       Most properties change over time; those changes that have acquired historic significance in 
their own right shall be retained and preserved. 

Standard #5        Distinctive features, finishes, and construction techniques or examples of craftsmanship 
that characterize a historic property shall be preserved. 

Standard #6 Deteriorated historic features shall be repaired rather than replaced. Where the severity of 

deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new feature shall match the 
old in design, color, texture, and other visual qualities and, where possible, materials. 
Replacement of missing features shall be substantiated by documentary, physical, or 

pictorial evidence. 

Standard #7 Chemical or physical treatments, such as sandblasting, that cause damage to historic 
materials shall not be used. The surface cleaning of structures, if appropriate, shall be 

undertaken using the gentlest means possible. 

Standard #8             Significant archeological resources affected by a project shall be protected and preserved. 
If such resources must be disturbed, mitigation measures shall be undertaken. 

Standard #9 New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction shall not destroy historic 
materials that characterize the property. The new work shall be differentiated from the old 

and shall be compatible with the massing, size, scale, and architectural features to protect 
the historic integrity of the property and its environment. 

Standard #10 New additions and adjacent or related new construction shall be undertaken in such a 

manner that if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of the historic property 
and its environment would be unimpaired. 

 
For a more detailed description of the Standards and how to apply them, please see the 

National Park Service website: http://www.nps.gov/hps/tps/standards_guidelines.htm. 
 

 
Notes:   

1 M. Keivan Deravi, Ph.D., ñProperty Value Appreciation for Historic Districts in Alabama,ò July 2002. 

http://www.nps.gov/hps/tps/standards_guidelines.htm
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The Madison  Station  Historic  District  
Adapted from the National Register Nomination for the Madison Station Historic District, prepared by Leslie 

Tucker, The Clue Group, in 2002 with additional information provided by the Historic PReservation Commission. 
 

 

James Clemens, of Huntsville, founded the town of Madison after purchasing the 16th 

Section of Township 4 South, Range 2 West in 1854. Prior to that time, the land was leased 

by a committee of local citizens who were among the first nine surrounding landowners who 

purchased their properties in 1818. Clemens planned the town around the Memphis & 

Charleston railroad depot and began to sell lots for houses and stores in February of 1857. 

George Washington Martin purchased the first lot for his store. 

 
The settlement became known as Madison Station, in reference to the railroad stop, and in 

honor of the country's fourth president, James Madison. In 1858, the first depot in was built 

and a house was constructed for the first station agent. The depot consisted of a single 

wooden freight house. In 1859, Clemens completed a survey of fifty lots, with many fronting 

the railroad and measuring approximately 66 x 98 feet, or 3/10 of an acre. The area soon 

attracted settlers from all over the region, particularly the nearby river port town of Triana. 

 
With the arrival of this new, faster, more reliable year-round and less expensive means of 

shipping and transportation, this rural farming community was afforded a world of new 

opportunities. Growth and prosperity followed almost immediately. The railroad provided a 

much more efficient way to travel and ship the leading agricultural product of the region-

-cotton. 

 
Tradesmen and the establishment of new businesses soon followed. J.J. Akers opened a 

saw and gristmill, and a blacksmith shop was established by S.D. Doolittle. Other early 

merchants included Walter and Thomas Hopkins, James Bibb, and Thomas J. Clay. 

 
The Civil War brought the town's growth to a standstill. Several battles were fought in and 

around the area; one particular battle of note was the "Affair at Madison Station." The attack 

occurred on May 17. 1864, When Confederate soldiers overtook the Union-occupied 

Memphis & Charleston railroad, the direct route for men and supplies to be shipped to 
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Georgia. The Confederate soldiers captured the Union troops' supplies at Madison Station 

and burned the depot. According to records kept by the Union army, Confederate soldiers 

killed 18 men and wounded 55, and the Union killed one man, wounded three and captured 

66 prisoners during the skirmish. 

 
After the war, Madison Station experienced a new surge of prosperity. In 1869, Robert 

Spragin, administrator of the Clemens' estate, extended the 1859 lot survey to include 

additional lots that were sold at public auction. That same year, property owners James 

Bibb, George Washington Martin, and Thomas Lipscomb filed a petition with the probate 

judge of Madison County to incorporate the town and change the name to Madison. On 

November 30, 1869, voters approved these changes. "Station" was dropped from the name 

and the town of Madison was incorporated. 

 
Eventually a business district developed on what is now the Main Street commercial district. 

In 1871, George Richard Sullivan and John Winston Burton opened a drugstore and G. W. 

Pride established a cotton gin. The first post office was also opened, housed in the T.J. 

Clay Mercantile Store. Thomas Clay served as the postmaster. By the 1870s, the town had 

eleven businesses, two livery stables and thirty-eight dwellings. And by 1887, the 

population of the town had reached 350. 

 
In 1888, it was noted in the Northern Alabama Historical and Biographical records: 

ñMadison is an incorporated town of about 500 inhabitants, ten miles west from Huntsville 

on the Memphis and Charleston Railroad. Its prosperity depends on cotton-about 2,000 

bales are shipped from its station annually. It has eight or nine general stores ' a post, 

telegraph and express office, Methodist, Baptist, Christian and three colored churches and 

a good academy; a very healthful place; has fine freestone water, and its society is highly 

moral. The population was 500 people.ò 

 
By the turn of the century, the town included a few other places of interest: two saloons, a 

jail and an undertaking parlor. 

 
Madison's train depot would be housed in four different buildings during its existence. The 

original depot, a single wooden freight house, was constructed in 1858, two years after the 

arrival of the railroad. A shed was added in 1860. This first generation depot was destroyed 

in 1864 during the"Affair at Madison Station," a Civil War skirmish. It was replaced in 1866. 

Almost twenty years later, in 1885, the depot was rebuilt for a third time. The final depot, a 

combination passenger and freight station, was constructed in 1901 and consisted of a 
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frame building with tin shingle roof and loading platform. The depot was closed in 1961. A 

freight and passenger shed was constructed in 1962 and the train continued to deliver mail 

there until 1968. The remains of the concrete loading platform can be found on the north 

side of the railroad tracks located off Main Street. 

 
One of the most well known buildings in Madison was constructed in the late 1800s, during 

Confederate veteran Captain John Buchannan Floyd's tenure as mayor. Referred to as the 

"Roundhouse," the unusual octagon-shaped building was built on eight-foot stilts over a 

well that supplied water to the downtown stores. The Roundhouse served as the city hall, 

as well as the location for numerous town activities, including elections, card games and 

haircuts during the weekly visit by the barber. The structure was sold and dismantled in 

1938. Its concrete foundation remains on the south side of the railroad tracks, just off Main 

Street. In 1968, plans for a replica of the Roundhouse began as a way to commemorate 

Madison's centennial the following year. Plans for the structure were taken from historic 

sketches of the original building, an original photograph and interviews with residents. The 

replica was constructed in 1986. 

 
Two known fires occurred in Madison. In 1924, a fire destroyed three stores on the east 

end of town and in 1942 three stores on the west end were destroyed. 

 
Madison's growth remained steady until the mid 1950s when Redstone Arsenal began to 

enlarge, at which point the rate of growth increased quite rapidly. In 1958, the city limits of 

the town were extended by annexation from 1/2 square mile to 9 square miles. By the 

1980s, the population of Madison had reached 4,057 and in 2003, the population was over 

33,000. 

 
Madisonôs economy depended on cotton for a good part of its early history, and it remained 

important well into the 1960s. During that decade, Madison County produced more cotton 

than any other county in the state. 
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The Madison  Station  Historic  District  Boundary  Map  
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Madisonõs Design  Review  Process 

Authority 

 
The City of Madison adopted Ordinance No. 2008-269 in 2008: 

 
that established the Madison Station Historic Preservation Commission and 

repealed a 1989 ordinance and its Architectural Review Board. The purpose 

of the commission is to promote the education, cultural, economic and 

general welfare of the residents of the City of Madison through the 

preservation and protection of buildings, sites, structures, areas and districts 

of significance and interest; through the preservation and enhancement of the 

national, state and local historic, architectural, archaeological and aesthetic 

heritage found in the City of Madison; and through the promotion and 

enhancement of Madison's history and aesthetic attractions to tourists and 

visitors. 

 
Pursuant to City Ordinance 2008-269 the Commission made, adopted and published 

regulations that the Commission applies in giving its consideration to the appropriateness of 

applications filed before it in preserving and protecting buildings of architectural interest and 

value in the district and the maintenance of the distinctive character of the district. 

 
Important Definitions 

 
The following terms are used throughout this Guide. The words ñappropriateò and 

ñinappropriateò are used because they relate to the cityôs ordinance which requires a 

ñcertificate of appropriatenessò from the Commission before a building permit can be issued 

for exterior work in the locally designated historic district. 

 
Adaptive Use Adapting a building to a different use than that for which it was 

built or has historically been used. 

Alteration                          Any act or process that changes one or more of the exterior 

architectural features of a building, including but not limited to the 

erection, construction, reconstruction or removal of any building. 

Appropriate A proposed activity that is consistent with the guidelines. 

Certificate of 

Appropriateness A document evidencing approval by the Historic Preservation 

Commission of an application to make a material change in the 

exterior appearance of a designated historic property or of a 

property located within a designated historic district. 

Demolition                        The removal of a building, or a portion of a building, either by 


